Lipoprotein(a): a genetically determined lipoprotein containing a glycoprotein of the plasminogen family.
Lp(a) represents a genetically transmitted class of plasma LDL having apo B-100 linked by a disulfide bridge to a glycoprotein, apo(a). Lp(a) is heterogeneous in size and density. Apo(a) is also heterogeneous in size (molecular weight between approximately 300,000 and 700,000) due probably to the polymorphism of both polypeptide and carbohydrate chains. Recent studies have shown that apo(a) has a striking amino acid sequence homology with plasminogen, a serine protease zymogen that following activation to plasmin enters the fibrinolytic system. Apo(a) is severalfold larger than plasminogen (molecular weight approximately 90,000) and also differs from it because it fails to be activated to plasmin. This is due to the fact that arginine is replaced by serine at the site of cleavage by streptokinase, urokinase, or tissue plasminogen activator. A single gene locus appears to control the Lp(a) polymorphism as well as the concentration of the Lp(a) phenotypes in the plasma. Patients with high plasma levels of Lp(a) have been shown to have an increased incidence of cardiovascular disease but a causal relationship has not been firmly established. The information that is being rapidly acquired on the structure of Lp(a) should facilitate the understanding of the molecular basis of the polymorphism of this genetic variant and of the role that the various Lp(a) phenotypes play in atherosclerosis and thrombosis. The potential physiologic role of Lp(a) remains open to inquiry.